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./ if Verdesé Carter Park -
.. were in the Oakland thLs
. wou;ld 1t be contarmna:.ed

Would thz. surroundmg yards also
: be contaminated with lead if they

ou’ VE got to wonder — . m
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* with hlgh Jevals of lead" i

were yards adjacent 1o houses i In Lhe SR

mlla

But Verdnsn Cmex Park isnotin -

the hills. It's at the comer of S6th
Avenue and Sunnyside Street in the
heart of East Oakland’s flatlands.”
And the park, referred to as Poison’
" Park, was closed before it was even.

- opened because it was contamd- i
nated. The park was built on the smz,

of an olg battery factory.

That was in 1978, Back then, Lhe
Elnthurst District Conununity
Council blasted the city for failing

to adequately check the lead levels

in the soxl Comuuunity rcsxdulLs

had been trying to'get the ity to°
chuk !he le’sd Ic\ cb for mon'hs

around the sund fot. Children regu-
Larly went through the openings in

. .the fencc and played in the sand lot. |

You ve got to wonder if the ciy
would have taken that approach lf

. the park wete in'the hills.

Basketba!l court 0oze

Then in 1933, residents began to

notice a yellowish.white substance -

ovzing up through the cracks in the
bmskctba.l.l court. Rafeeq Naji no-
ticed the strange substance during a
game with a friend. “There was 3

The city allowed

a sxtuatlon in wlnch

children ‘played in areas that were
known to be contammated w1th lead.

The council actually paid for
tests that detected high levels of
lead. The state follawed up with its
ow tests and found levels as high
as 96 times the leve) considered
sife.

City officials finally rcsponded by
temoving the top 12 .inches of soil,
replacing it with wpsou The park
was opcncd .

Sand lot closed

In 1990 after nenghbors con-
_plained of the erosion of play. ground
equxpment the soil was :
again. This tuue two arcas belcw
the sand 1ot had 1ead levels'ex-

remove the sand angd exca be*‘

- tween 12 and 18 mchcs ° soll

: -~!nst.ead the cly removed the - c—-f?

equipment :md put up afence”

sign on the fence that said Hau:d
but children were playing in th
sand lot inside of the fence,™ he
said. - :
“The gardeners working for tie
cn) even told us how bad the park

- was and :le\cd xf we could do some-
* Naji said hewent o -

thing about it.’
the city that day to report tic

" oozing substance. No one listened.
~ Afer protests from residents, the

park was closed.
Naji reports a disturbing lack of

_ concern about the lead contamu-

nation and its health effects. In spite

.) .of the years of exposure o the lead

- inthe park, there has not been an

" official survey of the health probx
ceeding the state standards. Acon- . official survey ol th pro

sultant recomménded the city N 73755, Says residents report unusually high .

lems of neighboring residents. Naji

Zincidents of miscarriages, breast
cancer and xllne»es among
~children. . wy e res s

“"But the dqr s lacL or concem” """ “days.
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i Shéi inef‘ll neglect
' :fplaygmund

dldn T sbop at the p]ayground Naji .
seid 33 STesidents leamed about the -
" possibility of lead leechmg out of -

the park, 't.hey urged the city'to test ;

' the sdil in'the neighbdrhodd. The

arca wasn't tested until the Emaron-
niental Proteclion Agencyfame 0.

- Last wéek the results were Te-
lemscd The tests detacted extrenely
high levels of lead in the yards of
houses around the parL — ole yard
registered levels 50 times higher
than what was considered accep-
table at the park.

You just wonder whether the

nexbhbor s concerns would have

been handied so ca.sualLy if they had

. been living near a park in the hills.

Over the years, City Hall has
been J=ss than responsive 10 this se-
rious health hazard, ho matter who
was in office.

“In 1978 residents might have
umg,mcd that if there were more Al
rican-American city officials, the
city would have been more con-
cerned about the welfare of the pre-
Jdominately Africah-American
neighborhood. They received a rude
awakening.

- When the severity of the probler
resurfaced in 1990 and 1993, Af-
rican Americans had gained the op
positions in city goverrunent. Sull,
the city allowed a situation in which

‘children played in areas that were

kaiown to be contarninated with lead
— in areas that the city knew to be
contaminated for 15 years.

Rightfully outraged

The residents Living around Ver- »
dese Carter Park have every rightto

. be outraged by the city’s harmful

neglect. The health of their children

- has been compromised. Their own |

health has been endangered. The
value of their property and homes
undermined. '

You just have to wonder ~—
would the problem have been han-
died as it was if Verdese Carter Park
were in the hills rather than in East .
Oakland's flatlands? No matter who
is in office at City Hall.

B'm-nda Payton s column ap-

" ears £ The Oakland Tribune on.

Tuasdays, Dmrsdays and Suw
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